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clenched his fists. But the cossack raised his hand and
^said in an amicable tone :
" Listen to me, your Excellency, or whatever you call
yourself. Wait a bit, don't raise your fist! We'll avoid
any trouble. But in these times don't push the cossacks
' too hard! Serious times are coming again now, like those
in 19171 You might run up against some desperate
characters, and they wouldn't make two, but five of you !
We can see you're a brave officer and, judging by your
speech, you were born one of us. So you behave a little
more sensibly, or you'll run into sin. . . ."
The man from whom Gregor had taken the pistol said
irritably:
" Don't stand there singing ' Te Deums * to him ! Let's
go to the nest hut." He was the first to stride to the door.
As he passed Gregor he gave him a sidelong glance and said
commiserately : " We don't want to be bothered with you,
officer, or we'd christen you ! "
Gregor twisted his lips contemptuously, and replied:
" You'd be christening yourself ! Get on, get on, before
I take your trousers down ! So a Baptist's turned up now !
Pity I gave you your pistol back; such daredevils as you
shouldn't wear pistols but sheeps' fleeces ! "
" Come on, boys, let him go to the devil! If you don't
stir up muck it won't stink ! " one of the other cossacks, who
had taken no part in the conversation, remarked with a
benevolent chuckle.
The cossacks went cursing to the door, clattering their
frozen boots.  Gregor sternly ordered the master of the
f house:
" Don't dare open that door again! They can knock
and go away. And if they don't, wake me up ! "
The Vierkhne-Chirsk men, who had been aroused by the
noise, lay talking in undertones among themselves.
" The way discipline's gone to pieces ' " one of the old
men sighed mournfully. ** They talk to an officer as if he
was any son of a bitch ! That wouldn't have happened in
the old days. They'd have roasted them in penal servitude!"
" Talk ? What's talk ? Did you see how they were
getting ready to fight ? * Give him a crack ! * said the
unhewn poplar in the cowl, That shows what desperadoes
they've become."